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On 23 July, 2008, the European Commission adopted a proposal for a regulation banning 
the trading of seal products within, into, and from the European Union. This proposal is 
in response to a Written Declaration signed by 425 Members of the European Parliament 
in September 2006, requesting that the European Commission produce a legislative 
proposal for a ban on seal products.  
 
 
Question: Does Canada’s commercial seal hunt currently meet the requirements for 
a derogation, according to the criteria put forth by the European Commission 
today? 
 
Answer: No.  
The criteria for appraising the adequacy of the legislative provisions and other 
requirements in force (Appendix II) are as follows. 
 

1. ANIMAL WELFARE PRINCIPLES:  Animal welfare principles are specified in the 
applicable legislation or other requirements. 

- no explicit mention of Animal Welfare is made in Canada’s Marine 
Mammal Regulations  (MMR) 

- no explicit mention of Animal Welfare is made under any existing 
Condition of Licence or other Regulation. 

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement. 
 

2. HUNTING TOOLS: The characteristics of the weapons used to kill seal are 
specified. It is made explicit in the legislation or other requirements which 
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weapons are allowed for stunning and / or killing pups and which are allowed for 
stunning and / or killing adult seals. 

- Yes, characteristics of weapons are specified in the MMR. 
- It is not specified which weapons are allowed for pups vs. older animals. 

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement.  Furthermore, illegal (i.e. 
non-specified) weapons are still regularly observed in use to stun seals in 
Canada’s commercial seal hunt. 
 

3. VERIFYING  INSENSIBILITY AND DEATH  BY USING APPROPRIATE MONITORING 
METHODS: Requirements are specifically outlined for monitoring, and thereby 
oblige the hunter to verify assure that the seal is irrevocably unconscious before 
bleeding it out and before continuing to the next seal. 

- In Canada, a test for unconsciousness is only required before continuing to 
stun the next seal in certain cases. A test is required for seals which are 
stunned with a club or hakapik, but not for seals that are shot. The 
Government of Canada claims that the majority of seals killed (95%) in 
the commercial seal hunt are shot. 

Conclusion: Canada does not fulfill this requirement.  In practice, many sealers 
fail to perform blink reflex tests prior to skinning a seal, even when it is required 
by legislation.  
 

4. BLEEDING-OUT OF STUNNED ANIMALS.  Bleeding-out of all animals is required 
directly following adequate stunning, that is, before proceeding to stun another 
seal. 

- In Canada, this is required for seals that are stunned with a club or 
hakapik, but only “where possible”. It is not required to check or bleed out 
seals that have been shot prior to shooting additional animals.    

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement.   
 
5. HUNTING CONDITIONS: Requirements are specified as to secure that the seal and / 

or the hunter is sufficiently stable and that the target can be properly visualized. 
Other factors, relevant for the hunt in question, are also regulated. 

- Canada does not specify any requirements concerning the stability of 
sealers or the visibility of seals.  

- Unlike Norway, Canada allows the shooting of seals in the water, 
something that has been recommended against by several veterinary 
panels because it is impossible to carry out the 3-step process in this 
situation. 

- Completely contrary to a secure platform, Canada allows the hunting of 
seals from a vessel in transit, i.e. a moving boat.  This places additional 
pressure for haste on sealers, and results in inhumane killing practices. 

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement. 
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6. TRAINING OF HUNTERS: A defined level of knowledge and ability of the hunter 

regarding seal biology, hunting methods and the “three-step” procedure, 
hereunder practical use of the hunting tools, such as shooting tests are required. 
The “three-step” procedure is a method of effective hitting / shooting, effective 
monitoring (by application of the blink reflex or skull palpation that the animal is 
irreversibly unconscious or dead), and effective bleeding-out in order to ensure 
that a seal is killed without avoidable pain, distress and suffering. 

- Canada does not adequately define the level of knowledge or hunting 
ability, and no practical tests are required.  

- In Canada, there is no required formal training or curriculum to be 
completed. Sealers learn from more experienced sealers and must hold an 
assistant sealers licence for two years.  There is no way of ensuring that 
“good practices” rather than bad ones are passed on. 

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement. 
 

7. INDEPENDENT MONITORING: A system for monitoring and observation of the hunt, 
securing regular supervision of the hunt and independence of the inspectors is 
provided for. 

- Canada claims it monitors the hunt, but such monitoring is woefully 
inadequate. The number of inspectors is miniscule compared to the 
number of sealers, the number of boats, and the geographic area covered 
to ensure adequate monitoring.  

- Seal hunt inspectors are not independent; they are employed by the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans, the same government department 
responsible for promoting the seal hunt.  

Conclusion: Canada does not meet this requirement. 
 

8. ABILITY OF THIRD PARTY TO MONITOR: Third party monitoring of the hunt is 
possible, with a minimum of administrative or logistic barriers. 

- Canada will likely say it meets this requirement. It is possible for 
observers to monitor the hunt, as IFAW has shown. 

- However, third party monitoring is difficult, and is actively discouraged 
by the Minister of Fisheries and Oceans. 

 
9. REPORTING REQUIREMENTS: Clear requirements for reporting targeting both 

hunters and inspectors are provided for, which cover where and when animals 
are killed and which weapons and ammunition are used. The range of relevant 
environmental factors is also to be reported. 

- Canada will likely say it meets this requirement.  Some reporting is done 
in the Canadian hunt, but not to the degree specified by this requirement. 
 

10. SANCTIONS AND COMPLIANCE: Statistical information on the hunt, instances of 
non-compliance with the applicable requirements and related enforcement 
actions is compiled and systemised. 

- Canada does not comply with this requirement to the degree required. 
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Question: If a country can show that its seal hunt meets the requirements of 
Annex II, can Europeans be assured that seal products from these countries 
were killed humanely?  
 
Answer: No. Annex II, in its current form, is not sufficient to ensure that products 
from seals inhumanely killed will not enter the EU. 
 
1. In practice, effective stunning of seals is often not achieved with a single strike.  

Multiple blows from a club or hakapik, or multiple shots from a rifle, are 
frequently required. The latter is of particular concern, since the time period can 
be considerable between a seal being shot and injured, and a subsequent shot that 
is likely to render it irreversibly unconscious or dead.  Seals which have been 
injured by a bullet but not killed often become highly agitated and exhibit erratic 
movements.  A subsequent, lethal shot from a rifle may be difficult or impossible 
to achieve.  Thus the pain, suffering, and distress of such seals may be 
considerable. 

 
2. The criteria in Annex II do not explicitly prevent the impaling of live and 

conscious seals on steel hooks prior to the test for irreversible unconsciousness 
being conducted.  This practice is currently allowed in Canada’s commercial seal 
hunt, and poses serious animal welfare concerns.  For example, it is virtually 
impossible to conduct a test for irreversible unconsciousness on seals that have 
been shot in the water, prior to hooking and hoisting them onto a boat.   It should 
be specified that the test for irreversible unconsciousness must be conducted 
directly after stunning, and prior not only to bleeding the seal, but prior to 
hooking, cutting, slashing, or causing any other injury to the animal. 

 
3. It should be more clearly specified that in order for the “three-step” process to be 

effective in ensuring humane slaughter, the steps must implemented immediately 
or directly after each other, i.e. the three steps must be completed in rapid 
succession. Any delay between steps one and two can result in seals not being 
killed quickly, or insufficiently stunned seals regaining consciousness and 
experiencing unnecessary suffering and distress. Bleeding out immediately 
following confirmation of irreversible unconsciousness is an important 
component of an efficient and humane killing process, as it ensures death by 
terminating blood flow to the brain. 

 
4. The proposed Regulation does not apply to products “from hunts traditionally 

conducted by Inuit communities and which contribute to their subsistence”.  The 
lack of definition for “hunt traditionally conducted,” “Inuit communities,” and 
“subsistence” could make this exemption difficult to implement. Notwithstanding, 
it should be recognized that many seals killed in certain Inuit hunts may not be 
killed humanely. For example, the method of using nets to kill seals, as employed 
in the Greenland winter hunt, was assessed by EFSA as causing “considerable 
suffering” and that its use should be avoided. 
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5. Annex I only covers 17 of the 33 extant species of pinnipeds. Presumably this is 

because these 17 species are those thought to currently be commercially hunted. 
However, given that there may be a desire by some countries to commercially 
hunt additional species of pinnipeds in the future, the Annex should be expanded 
to cover all pinniped species, whether they are commercially hunted at this time 
or not. 
 
 
 


